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TRAUMA TREATMENT:
Alabama Implements
New Statewide System >>

BY LEE RUMBLEY

Trauma is the leading cause of
death in Americans under 45.
Annually, trauma care costs the
U.S. aver $400 billion, with $6.5
billion of that in Alabama alone.
Alabama currently holds the
fourth-highest per capita death
rate from highway trauma. To
improve these statistics, a new
trauma system is being imple-
mented statewide.

The new Alabama Trauma System
(ATS) is designed to ensure

that all patients meefing criteria
will be transported directly to
designated trauma centers
throughout the state. Until
recently, no guidetines or rules
existed for transporting trauma
patients to appropriate facili-
ties. As a result, some patients
died because they were taken

to hospitals that were unable to
stabilize them. Although tempo-
rary stabilization can be provided
by Emergency Medical Services
(EMS) providers or community
hospitals, the definitive treatment
for trauma is surgery. Trauma hos-
pitals are specially equipped and
staffed with teams on standby
around the clock.

Under the ATS, EMS personnel at
an accident scene will contact
the Trauma Communications
Center (TCC) in Birmingham that

the rest of his life, to pay off his home again. But he
said he'd do it all over again to get his son back,” Tol-
bert recalls. “So I went from feeling really great about
flying this guy across the Atlantic to thinking, how can
I give him his money back?”

Like the Ohio family, some peaple incorrectly as-
sume that their travel or health insurance covers the
cost of medical air transport or fall prey to the percep-
tion that “nothing bad” will happen on their trip. To-
day, a single domestic transport may average $30,000,
while a transport from a foreign country back to the
U.S. averages about $150,000.

Realizing that Americans needed an affordable air
evacuation option, Tolbert picked up the phone and
called the CEO of Swiss Air Rescue in Zurich, Swit-
zerland, then the

bert picks up a string and stretches it across a nearby
globe. “If you're flying over Vietnam, the Philippines,
China, Korea, Russia, you have to get air permits from
all of them ” Medical coordinators work hand-in-glove
with the medical teams to make sure all aspects of the
patient’s needs have been addressed. Once a trip is
confirmed, they turn it over to an Advanced Practice
Nurse who talks to the receiving physicians. A medical
director is across the hall if they need physician-to-
physician communication. According to U.S. law; an air
ambulance company must have a patient admitted to
a hospital before the plane takes off the ground. Most
insurance policies provide for the “nearest appropri-
ate facility” but others will take a patient wherever
they want to go, even changing mid-flight according

to the patient’s
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program worked.
“They would never deny a member service,” Tolbert
explains. AirMed's membership program (the first in
the U.S.) ensures that, in the event of an emergency
trauma or special-needs treatment, a jet will take you
to the hospital of your choice as long as you are at least
150 miles from home. More than 1 million Alabam-
ians are covered as AirMed members through their
Blue Cross Blue Shield of Alabama policy. AirMed has
similar contracts in place with Blue Cross of Tennes-

permits from all of them.”
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ter if you're a he-
licopter program
or a fixed-wing
program, the first priority for the air medical industry
must always be safety” says Tolbert with conviction.
“We've found that you can never sacrifice safety and
quality of care and still come out on top.” Tolbertis re-
sponding to the 2008 statistics that show that 28 tragic
deaths occurred in seven air medical crashes across
the U.S. that safety experts attribute to bad weather,
operator error, and other causes. AirMed has joined
ranks with six other air medical programs to create the





